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An early naturalist of the 1900s, coming by ferry across the Caspian Sea from well-established Russian settlements in the Caucasus, was able to see herds of large game animals such as gazelles, onagers, and wild sheep. Hyenas, leopards, cheetahs, and even Turanian tigers preyed on a variety of wild game. The Transcaspian Region was immediately recognized as an important area for scientific studies. The world-famous Repetek Sand Desert Station was established in 1912 to study the geology of the Karakum sand desert. Biological stations and museums followed; the first extensive collections were made from the 1890s through the first decade of the twentieth century for major Russian natural history museums in Moscow, St. Petersburg, and Tiflis.
With A new generation oflocal Turkmen scientists, many of whom were trained by the Russian researchers in the graduate schools of Moscow and Leningrad arose from the 1930s through the 1950s. The Turkmen Academy of Sciences and its journal, Proceedings (including the monthly biological series), served to record the results of diverse biological studies in the republic.
While basic science in the Middle Asian republics rather gained from the Russian "colonial" influence, natural resources, in contrast, were severely damaged by the Soviet way of handling the economy and social issues. Severe environmental problems have been inherited by the now independent Turkmenistan, including overgrazed desert pastures, deforested mountains, depleted water resources, accumulated pesticides in cotton fields, declining populations of endangered species of animals and plants, and -worst of all progressing, human-caused desertification (Kharin this volume). In order to approach a solution to these problems, scientists and officials in the republic will need the close attention and help of the international scientific community.
A so-called ecotourism, currently practiced in countries rich in biodiversity (e.g., Costa Rica and Belize),might be one way for Turkmenistan to finance the conservation of its natural protected areas, so vulnerable under the continuing aridization. There is enough to see in Turkmenistan: herds of bighorns and onagers in the wilderness of pistachio forests of Badghyz; a breathtaking view of ancient basaltic volcanoes in the midst of the pink-salt Lake Yeroyulanduz; the magnificent sand dunes of the Karakum Desert; flocks of flamingoes on the Caspian seashore; and the Kopetdagh Mountain valleys in early spring, blooming with almonds and hyacinths. Ecotourist facilities, as well as joint . scientific environmental projects, could be based in the eight existing Natural Reserves (Krasnovodsk, Kaplankyr, Syunt-Khasardagh, Kopetdagh, Badghyz, Repetek, Amudarya, and Kugitang) which represent all major landscapes of the republic. Although, in the past, these reserves have never achieved the tourist attendance level or financial security of Western national parks, they have traditionally played the role of biological field stations, housing each year dozens of field researchers and university students.
The newly independent republics of Middle Asia are economically likely to stay under the strong influence of Russia. Culturally and linguistically, however, Turkmenistan belongs to the Turkic-speaking part of the Islamic world. Today, it is important that the positive legacy of the last hundred years of Russian and Soviet influence, as well as the gained momentum in the scientific development of Turkmenistan, not be lost. Critical for the scientific community of the republic is its openness to international cooperation; combined with the solid level of existing research, such cooperation is bound to yield progress.
This book combines the results of basic scientific research in biogeography and ecology; its purpose is to give a fairly comprehensive account of the nature of Turkmenistan. It is also the authors ' common desire to see its human population living in balance with this diverse nature, and the state of Turkmenistan being peaceful and prosperous.
